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Introduction 


From earliest times, people have wondered who 
created the world around them, what controls the 
forces of nature, and what is the meaning and 
purpose of their own lives. The answers to these 
questions seem to lie in the idea of one Or more 
supernatural powers, or gods. These cannot be seen, 
but people have faith in them; they worship them 
and ask their help, and try to please them by their 
way of life. Organized systems of belief in a god or 
gods are known as religions. 

Many different religions have been developed 
through the ages, with their own forms of prayer and 
worship, their sacred writings or scriptures, and rules 
for everyday life. Some were local and short-lived, 


The Incas who lived in South 
America in the 1400s 
worshipped the Sun and 
made sacrifices to it. 





but others spread widely and have lasted thousands 
of years. Their teachings have affected the laws and 
customs of different civilizations, and some of the 
most beautiful works of art have been inspired by 
religion. So have some of the most horrifying wars, 
as people tried to make everyone believe in their 
own “true faith”. 

The major religions today include Christianity 
with some 1000 million followers, Islam and Hindu- 
ism (about 500 million each) and Buddhism (200 
million). There are perhaps 15 million Jews, and 
their religion is also important because of its rela- 
tionship to Christianity and Islam. 








Primitive 34. 
Religions 3 


á 








ji 


A witch-doctor of the Yahomani tribe, from the Amazon region 
of South America, dances as part of a rite to cure a sick boy. The 
witch-doctor has taken drugs to put himself in a trance. 


The first religions grew up long before people knew 
how to write, so we can only guess what they were 
like. Probably they were rather like the religions of 
primitive peoples of recent times. There would have 
been one particularly important god, quite possibly 
the sun god, worshipped as the giver of light and 
warmth. There would have been many lesser gods, 
too, reflecting things which were important in every- 
day life: people whose crops depended on seasonal 


rains would think the rain god very important, while 
people who lived by herding cattle might believe in a 
god with a bull's form. Some people believed that 
objects such as trees and stones contained Spirits. 

Gods and spirits needed to be kept happy with 
prayers, praise and gifts. The passing seasons and 
important stages in people’s lives, such as birth, 
adulthood and death were often marked by compli- 
cated ceremonies and magic rites. Temples were 
built in which to worship the gods. They were run by 
priests, who served the gods and knew what would 
please them. Many people believed that priests had 
special powers, and in some places today witch 
doctors and medicine men still carry out rites to drive 
out evil spirits and heal people. 


Many primitive religions teach that a loud noise will drive away 
evil spirits. This Eskimo shaman (priest) beats a special drum as 
part of a religious ceremony. 





Religions of the Ancient World 


When small tribes and villages came under one ruler 
the god of the most important tribe often became the 
chief god of that kingdom. The other gods might 
merge with him, or the myths about them all might 
be interwoven. By the time people began to write 
their myths down, they were often very complicated. 
Their gods were often much like human beings, with 
emotions such as love and anger and jealousy. 

The myths of the Egyptians and later the Greeks 
and Romans told of whole families of gods, whose 
actions explained the creation of the world and the 
seasons, the founding of cities, and victories or 
defeats. The Romans would often take over foreign 
religions as they extended their Empire, and in the 
300s AD they made Christianity the Empire’s official 
religion. Before long the old gods had disappeared 


Aphrodite 








from the Mediterranean. Christianity — like Judaism 
in which it had its roots, and Islam which shared 
many of its teachings — taught of one God who has a 
close relationship with people, who reveals his laws 
to them and will reward their obedience with ever- 
lasting life. 

The great religions of the East, Hinduism and 
Buddhism, teach of no such direct message from 
God. They tell of the cycle of life, death and rebirth 
on earth, which can end only through the soul's 
release as it becomes part of an infinitely larger 
whole. 

Today people of many religions live together, 
learning from one another, and many beliefs and 
customs are being adapted so that religions can still 
guide people through the difficulties of life today. 


Both Egyptians and Greeks worshipped ‘families’ of gods, some 
of whom had several aspects. Opposite are the Greek gods Apollo 
(god of poetry and the arts), Aphrodite (love) and Zeus, king of 
the gods. Below are the leading Egyptian god Osiris, his wife Isis 
and the ibis-headed Thoth, god of wisdom and writing. 





Judaism 


In the ancient world people worshipped many gods 
some more important than others. But about 4000 
years ago a new religion began, based on the belief 
that there was only one true God, who made the 
world and everything in it. This was the religion of 
the Jewish people (also called Hebrews or 
Israelites), who lived in the Near East. Their God is 
called Yahweh (Jehovah), or the Lord. 

The Jews are descended from Abraham, a 
wandering farmer who grazed his flocks and herds on 
the edges of the Arabian desert. They believe that 


Abraham prepares to obey the Lord’s command and sacrifice his 
son Isaac. At the last moment the Lord stopped him, providing a 
ram to kill instead. Abraham had proved his faith and obedience 
beyond doubt. 





the Lord made a covenant (a specially binding 
agreement) with Abraham, and later with all Jews. If 
Abraham and his descendants would worship the 
Lord and obey his laws and commands, the Lord 
would look after them. They would be his own 
special people, and he promised them a fertile land 
in which to settle. Some Jews believed that God 
would send a special leader, the Messiah (‘anointed 
one”), to save Israel from her enemies and bring 
about God's universal kingdom of peace and justice. 

The Jews believe that God spoke to them through 
messengers called prophets. Most important of all, 
he gave them their law through their leader Moses. 
This is summed up in the Ten Commandments about 
behaviour towards God and towards people. The 
Lord’s messages, his law and the Jews’ early history 
are recorded in the Jewish scriptures. 


A passage from the Torah, the scriptures containing the Jewish 
Law, is read aloud during a service in the synagogue. 
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The Jewish Scriptures 


The first part of the Jewish scriptures is known as the 
Torah, the Law. It is made up of five books Which 
describe how God created the earth, how he led 
Abraham to the promised land, and the early history 
of his descendants. They tell how Moses led the Jews 
out of Egypt where they had become slaves, and how 
the Lord gave Moses the laws his people should 
follow. 

The Jews often forgot the Lord’s commands, and 
the second part of their scriptures, the books of the 
Prophets, tells of the messengers the Lord sent to 
remind his people of his laws, and to guide them 
back to his ways. The third part, the Writings, 
includes the psalms (the hymns of praise that the 
Jews sang in their Temple in Jerusalem), together 
with the writings and sayings of wise people and the 
continuing history of the Jews. 

In early times people seldom wrote things down 
and few people could read or write. Instead they 
learned them by heart and passed them down from 
one generation to another by word of mouth. The 
scriptures probably began to be written down from 
about 800 Bc. They were written in Hebrew, the old 
language of the Jews, which is still used for the 
scrolls of the Torah in every synagogue. 

The Jewish scriptures are known far beyond the 
Jewish community. They make up the Old Test- 
ament of the Christian Bible, and as such they have 
been translated into every major language. 


Moses, alone on Mount Sinai, receives the Law from the Lord. 
He engraved the Ten Commandments on two tablets of stone. 
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The History of the Jews 


The land to which Abraham led his family is a fertile 
region lying between the deserts of Arabia and the 
Mediterranean Sea, known as Palestine. Through it 
ran important trade routes between the great 
Mediterranean empires and the Near East. 

The Jews had to fight the people living there to 
carve out their kingdom, and their history is one of 
constant struggle. There were skirmishes with their 
neighbours, and the whole area changed overlords 
many times as great empires rose and fell. In the 500s 
Bc the Jews were carried off as slaves to Babylon and 
their temple at Jerusalem was destroyed; when 
Babylon in turn fell to Persia the Jews were helped to 
return and rebuild Jerusalem. Eventually the area 
came under the rule of the Romans. 


In ab70 the Romans, exasperated by Jewish revolts, sacked 
Jerusalem, destroying the Temple and carrying off its treasures. 











Jews have often been persecuted; in the 1930s and 1940s German 


Nazis rounded them up and took them to camps where millions 
died. 


The Jews rebelled a number of times against 
Roman rule. In Ap 135 the Romans finally drove the 
Jews from Palestine. They spread out first through 
the Mediterranean area and then further afield. But 
many of them still kept their religion and their 
traditional ways of life. This helped them to survive 
as a special people, and not merge with the people in 
whose lands they lived. But often their separateness 
made them very unpopular, and meant that they 
were harshly treated and even driven out of many 
countries. 

In the 20th century Jews began to settle in Pales- 
tine once more, and in 1948 the Jewish state of Israel 
was set up in part of the area. Sadly this has led to 
much fighting with the Arabs who used to live there, 
and with neighbouring Arab states. 
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The Jewish Way of Life 


Jewish people today still keep up the customs and 
follow the laws which are laid down in their scrip- 
tures. Those who keep very closely to the old ways 
are known as Orthodox. Recently some people have 
adapted their ways slightly to be nearer those of 
non-Jews and more in step with modern life; these 
people form the Reform movement. 

One of the most important Jewish laws is the 
keeping of the Sabbath (Saturday) as a holy day. 
Strict Jews will do no work of any kind, and will not 
even travel in a car or bus. The Sabbath begins at 6 
pm on Friday and lasts until the same time on 
Saturday. It starts at home when candles are lit and 


A Jewish boy reads from the Torah as part of his Bar Mitzvah. 
Like the men he wears a yarmulka (skull-cap), tallith (prayer 
shawl) and tefellin (boxes containing verses from the Torah) on 
forehead and arm. 














A scribe makes a copy of the Torah in traditional Hebrew script. 
Above are two Jewish symbols, the six-pointed Star of David and 
the seven-branched candlestick or menorah. 


bread and wine blessed. The main service at the 
synagogue, the Jewish place of worship, is on Satur- 
day morning. Psalms and passages from the Torah 
are read, and prayers are said. Sometimes the rabbi, 
the teacher elected to lead the congregation, will 
give a short talk. The most important part of the 
service is the reading from the Torah, from scrolls 
kept in a special cupboard known as the Ark. 

Jewish people should also pray at least three times 
every day, and Orthodox men put on a skull-cap and 
prayer shawl to do so. Jewish boys are circumcised 
soon after birth, and at the age of thirteen they are 
accepted as full members of the community at a bar 
mitzvah ceremony. Other Jewish laws say what food 
may be eaten (kosher food); pork and shellfish are 
forbidden, for example, and animals are killed for 
meat according to a special ritual. 
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Christianity 


About 5 Bc a boy was born in the Jewish Village of 
Bethlehem. When he was grown up, he spent a few 
years preaching and healing the sick before he was 
tried by the Roman rulers in Jerusalem for stirring 
up rebellion, and put to death by crucifixion, His 
name was Jesus, and his followers believe that he 
was the Messiah or Christ, which means God’s 
anointed one or special leader. The religion he 
founded is known as Christianity, and today it is the 
most widespread of all religions. 

Jesus was a Jew, and many of his teachings were 
based on the Jewish scriptures. He obeyed Jewish 
laws and customs. He preached a message of trust in 
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God, of love of God and of other people, and of 
forgiveness for wrongdoing. 

Christians believe that Jesus was the Son of God, 
and their tradition says that though he had a human 
mother, he had no human father. They believe that 
even his death was part of God's plan, to show how 
much he loved all people, and to make a new 
covenant with them. They believe that after his 
death Jesus rose to life again, and appeared to his 
followers before being taken up into heaven. A few 
weeks later, God sent his Holy Spirit to strengthen 
and guide the early Christians. 

Christians believe that there is only one God, but 
that he is made up of three persons — God the 
Father, who created all things; God the Son (Jesus), 
and God the Holy Spirit. Together, they are known 
as the Holy Trinity. Christians believe that Jesus was 
truly a man as well as being God, and that he 
expressed God's will in his life 


Jesus preaches his Sermon on the Mount, in which 
his teachings were summed up. His message centred 
upon love of God and of other people. 
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The Early Church 


Jesus chose twelve of his closest followers to be his 
apostles or messengers, and they became the early 
leaders of the Church. At first they taught his 
message to other Jews. But not many Jews believed 
that Jesus, who had got himself shamefully crucified 
instead of freeing Israel from Rome, was the Mes- 
siah; so they began to teach non-Jews too. 

The greatest apostle, St Paul, was not one of the 
twelve chosen by Jesus. He was a Jew who per- 
secuted Christians until God called him. Peter (one 
of Jesus's closest friends) and Paul wrote letters to 
Christian Churches they had founded, explaining 
Jesus's teaching and helping them to lead Christian 
lives. They taught them not to worship the emperor 
as a god. The Romans thought this meant that 
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The acts and 
teachings of 
Jesus were written 
down in the Gospels. 
This copy was made | 
by monks at 
Lindisfarne in the 
late 600s. 
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Christians were enemies of the Roman Empire, and 
they hunted them out and killed them. 

Christians wrote accounts of Jesus's life and 
teaching and four of these were adopted as part of 
the Church's Bible. They are known as Gospels - a 
word meaning Good News. The Gospels, together 
with an account of the early days of the Church 
called the Acts of the Apostles, letters (Epistles) from 
the apostles, and a strange vision of heaven called 
The Revelation of St John (written in a sort of code to 
encourage persecuted Christians) make up the New 
Testament of the Christian Bible. The Old Testa- 
ment consists of the Jewish scriptures. 


The early Christians were persecuted by the Romans and had to 
worship in secret. Some of those who were caught were killed by 
lions in arenas, watched by thousands of eager spectators. 








For some time Christians had to worship in secret 
for fear of death. But in the 300s ap the Roman 
Emperor Constantine became a Christian, and 
Christianity became the official religion of the 
Empire which ruled western Europe and the 
Mediterranean region. The Church was organized 
into a number of districts, each guided by a bishop, 
The most important was the bishop of Rome, who 
became known as the Pope (which means father). 

A setback came in the 400s when the western part 
of the Empire was overrun by barbarians. Many of 
them were heathen, but before long they were 
converted to Christianity. Sometimes this was done 
by force, when Christians conquered heathens. But 
many Christians learned their faith from mission- 
aries, brave men and women who travelled into 


The first monasteries were set up in the Middle Ages. Today 
monks still live in communities, spending much time in prayer and 


worship. 
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heathen countries to spread the Christian message. 
Missionaries have continued to do this ever since. 
During the Middle Ages many Christians gathered 
in monasteries (for men) or convents (for women), 
where they tried to live specially holy lives and spent 
much of their time in prayer. At that time few 
ordinary people could read or write, and monasteries 
became centres of learning. Monks also healed sick 
people and looked after the poor. They gave 
travellers shelter, especially pilgrims who were 
travelling to visit places where particularly holy 
Christians, known as saints, had lived. Some of these 
saints had been monks or nuns themselves; others 
were martyrs who had died rather than give up their 
faith. Pilgrims believed that saints could help them in 
asking favours from God, and even heal sick people. 


Christians fight Muslims during one of their unsuccessful 
expeditions (crusades) to try to wrest control of the Holy Land. 
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The Church Divides 


From early times Christians found it hard to agree on 
the nature of God, and on the meaning of some of 
Jesus’s teachings. They also disagreed on the way in 
which God should be worshipped, and on the 
organization of the Church. Very often quarrels and 
differences were sorted out, but in 1053 the Church 
split in two. The Christians of the eastern Mediter- 
ranean area, which was part of the Byzantine 
Empire, had grown apart from those further west. 
They refused to acknowledge the Pope in Rome as 
head of all the Church. So the Church was divided 
into two main parts: the Roman Church under the 
Pope, and the Eastern Orthodox Church headed by 
the patriarch of Constantinople. 

In the early 16th century some churchmen came to 
think that the Roman Church paid too much atten- 
26 


Opposite: Inside an Eastern 
Orthodox church. The priest's 
tall hat and the many paintings 
are typical of this branch of the 
Church. 





Above: Martin Luther, who 
led the Protestant movement in 
the 1500s. Left: Pope John 
Paul II- the Pope is the head 
of the Roman Catholic 
Church. 


tion to the rule of the Pope and the teachings of its 
scholars, and not enough to the teachings of Jesus as 
told in the Bible. They also disagreed with some of 
the ways in which the Church was run. Led by a 
monk called Martin Luther, they broke with the 
Roman Church and formed a number of different 
groups, all known as Protestants since they were all 
protesting against the Roman Church. At first Eng- 
land supported Rome, but when its ruler King Henry 
VIII quarrelled with the Pope, he set up a separate 
English or Anglican Church. For a long time Protes- 
tants and Roman Catholics were bitter enemies, and 
both sides sought out, tortured and killed members 
of the other group. Today, people are working hard 
to try to bring the different groups of Christians 
closer together again. 
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Baptism is one of the most important sacraments of the Christian 
Church; the priest or minister touches the child’s head with holy 
water as a sign that its sins are washed away. 


Christianity Today 


The many different groups of Christians have very 
different ways of worshipping God. But they all say 
the Lord’s Prayer, taught by Jesus, which begins 
‘Our Father who art in Heaven’, and almost all 
believe in two sacraments or specially holy services: 
baptism, and the service known as the Lord’s Sup- 
per, Holy Communion, Eucharist or Mass. 

Baptism is the service through which people 
become members of the Christian community, often 
when they are babies. They (or godparents on their 
behalf) promise to believe in God and keep his laws. 
They are marked with holy water as a sign that God 
washes away their sins. The service of Communion 
28 
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reminds Christians how Jesus blessed bread and wine 
before sharing it with his disciples, at their last 
supper together. The priest blesses wine and bread, 
and may give them to the congregation. 

Sunday is the Christians’ holy day, when they 
gather to hold services in praise of God in buildings 
known as churches or chapels. Services usually 
include prayers, hymns and psalms, and readings 
from the Bible. There may be a sermon or talk from 
the priest or minister. Christians also go to services 
on special festivals and holy days, and pray at home 
too. They have no rules about what they should eat 
or wear, only guidelines on behaviour towards God 
and towards other people. 


New churches and cathedrals are being built today. The cathedral 
at Coventry (below) replaces one destroyed by wartime bombs. 








Islam 


In the 7th century AD a new religion was founded in 
the desert country of Arabia. This was the religion of 
Islam, which means Submission to the Will of Allah 
(God). Its followers are known as Muslims. 

The religion of Islam was founded by the Prophet 
Muhammad. He was a merchant who lived in the 
busy trading centre of Mecca in southern Arabia. 
The people of Mecca worshipped many gods, but in 
his travels Muhammad met other people, including 
Christians, who worshipped only one God. Muham- 
mad liked to go into the mountains near Mecca to 
think deeply about religion. Muslims believe that on 
one of these visits the angel Gabriel appeared to 
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Muslims on a pilgrimage to Mecca 
walk round the sacred Kaaba, 
Islam’s most holy building. 








Muhammad and began to give him God's message 
for mankind. 

Muhammad could not write, but he learned God's 
message by heart and taught it to his followers. He 
told them that there was only one God, Allah. 
Allah's message tells people what to believe and how 
to practise their faith. Allah's purpose is to show 
them how to serve him, and at the Day of Judgement 
he will send the righteous to eternal rest in paradise, 
while the wicked will go to hell. Allah's message also 
gives people guidance for everyday life. 

Muslims believe that God revealed this message to 
the great Jewish prophets and to Jesus. They think 
that Jesus was a very great prophet, but that Christ- 
lans are wrong to believe that he is God. They 
believe that Muhammad was the last of God's mes- 
sengers, and by far the greatest, but they do not 
worship him. 








Baghdad in the 1300s. A 


| 

| 

| 
Allah's messenger, the angel 
Gabriel, as painted in 





The Message of Allah 


The message of Allah which Muhammad recited to 
his followers was collected into one book, the Koran. 
This is the holy book of Muslims, and they all learn it 
and read it in Arabic, the language in which it was 
written. Itis divided into chapters called suras whose 
contents range from instructions about daily life to 
warnings about the Day of Judgement. 
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The Five Pillars of Islam 

The five most importan duties of a Muslim are 
known as the Five Pillars of Islam, 1 hey are 
faith, prayer, almsgiving, fasting and 
pilgrimage. 

1. The Muslim faith is summed up in the 
shahada: Vhere is no God but Allah, and 
Muhammad is his Prophet. Other very 
important beliefs are that the Koran is the | 
Word of Allah, and that there will bc a final 

Day of Judgement for all people. | 
2. Five times every day, at sunrise, noon, 
mid-afternoon, sunset and at night, Muslims say 
special prayers. y 
3. Muslims should give part of their income to 
the community, to be used for special purposes 
including looking after the poor. They should 
give to charity privately as well. 

4. Ramadan, the ninth month of the Muslim 
year, is a time of fasting. During the whole 
month Muslims do not eat or drink anything, or 
even smoke, between sunrise and sunset. 

5. All Muslims should go as pilgrims to Mecca 
once in their lifetimes, if wealth and health 
permit. This pilgrimage is known as the hajj. 











After his death, Muhammad’s followers collected 
his sayings and accounts of his actions into a book 
known as the Hadith, the Traditions. They were very 
careful to keep them quite separate from the Koran, 
which they believed came direct from God. Together 
the Koran and the Hadith make up the sunna, the 


rules of conduct which all Muslims should follow. 7 





The Spread of Islam 


Muhammad first taught Allah’s message to the peo- 
ple of Mecca, but many of them would not believe it 
and grew angry with him. So in the year AD 622 he 
and some of his followers went to the city of Medina 
not far away. Here he found many followers, and 
soon he was able to rule the city according to Allah’s 
instructions. Muhammad’s move to Medina is called 
the hijra. The Muslim calendar takes this year as the 
first year of a new age in history. 

By the time of Muhammad’s death in 
AD 632 most of Arabia had accepted his 
message and his leadership. Muslims 
believed it was their duty to spread their 
faith, and in the century after the 
prophet’s death they conquered a great 
Muslim empire which spread from Spain 
in the west to the borders of India in the 
east. 


A magnificent mosque in Isfahan in Iran, a 
country now governed according to strict 
Islamic rules. The domes, typical of 
mosques, symbolize the Universe. 


Muslims were usually good rulers. They respected : 
the people they conquered and learned much from 
them. They allowed Jews and Christians to practise 
their own religions, and converted other people to 
Islam. Many of the people who became Muslims still 
kept some of their own traditions. Persians, for 
example, went on painting animals and people, 
although most Muslims disapproved of this. In some 
countries Muslim women led (and still lead) a very 
secluded life, but this was mostly because of local 
tradition, and not Islamic law. 

Later Islam spread through northern Africa and to 
the Far East and today it is second in‘numbers only 
to Christianity. 





Muslim 
Everyday 
Life 


Many Muslim pictures, 
tiles and rugs show 
Mecca. The centre of this 
prayer rug depicts the 
sacred Kaaba, the 
cube-shaped building 
draped with black which 
contains the Black 
Stone, said to have been 
given to Mohammad by 
the angel Gabriel. It is 
apparently a meteorite, 
about 23cm across. 
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The religion of Islam lays down guidelines for every 
part of life. It tells Muslims how to behave to their 
families and to strangers, how to treat the poor, how 
to manage property and what to eat — they should 
not eat pork, drink alcohol or smoke. 

Prayer has a very important part to play in every- 
day life. Five times a day Muslims are called to 
prayer, and before they pray they should wash their 
faces and heads, hands, arms and feet. Then they 
turn to face the direction of Mecca, and say a set 
form of prayers, kneeling and bowing as they do so. 
These prayers are in Arabic, so many Muslims then 
say private prayers in their everyday language. 

On Friday, the Muslim holy day, men gather to 
pray at midday in a building called a mosque. 
(Women sometimes go to the mosque, but usually 
36 
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they pray at home). Inside mosques there are no 
paintings or statues, for most Muslims believe it is 
wrong to portray living creatures, but the walls may 
be decorated with patterned tiles, and beautiful 
carpets may cover the floor. The direction of Mecca 
is shown by a decorated niche called a mihrab. The 
imam leads the prayers, then he or some other 
learned man may preach a sermon. Beside the 
mosque is a tall, slender tower or minaret from which 
a caller or muezzin summons the faithful to prayer. 
In non-Muslim countries the mosque is an important 
meeting place, and may have a school where Muslim 
children are taught their faith. 


Muslims at prayer inside a mosque. Mosques are not decorated 
with pictures and statues; abstract patterns decorate the walls. 





Hinduism 


The oldest of the five great religions followed today 
is Hinduism. Its name means the religion of the 
Hindus, the people of India, and although people in 
many parts of the world now follow it, most of its 
believers still live in India. Hinduism is different 
from the other great religions in that it has no one 
founder, but has developed over thousands of years. 
It is probably based largely on the religion of the 
Aryans, a people who reached northern India from 
the West nearly 4000 years ago. Their sacred texts, 
the Vedas, are among the most important Hindu 
scriptures. The Aryans also laid down the Law or 
Dharma which gives rules of behaviour. There is a 
general Dharma which everyone should follow, and 
special Dharmas for each class of society. 

Many Hindu beliefs come from those of the 
Aryans, but some probably come from the people 
who built great cities in the Indus Valley before the 
Aryans arrived. Other beliefs and practices have 
been added later, as Hinduism spread through India. 





















The lowest class was made 
up of Sudras or ordinary 


a working people. Outside 
The Aryans divided all these classes came the 


people into four great Untouchables (Harijans), 
classes. At the top came the who did the dirtiest jobs. 
Brahmins, priests and Within these four classes 
scholars. Next came the people came to be grouped 
Kshatriyas, the warriors and into castes, each with its own 


rulers, then the Vaisyas, special place on the social 
merchants and craftsmen. ‘ladder’. 


The Caste System 












The river Ganges is sacred 
to Hindus, millions of 

whom make pilgrimages to 
bathe in it every year 
















Hindu Gods 





The god Vishnu with his symbols: a conch shell, lotus and club. 
Out of the lotus growing from his navel comes the god Brahma. 


Hindus believe that there is one single world spirit or 
god, known as Brahman. All living things — people, 
animals and plants — have a soul or atman, and this 
atman too is part of Brahman. The aim of human life 
must be to make the soul so pure that it can become 
one with Brahman. This can be done by leading a 
truly good life. It is too long a task for one lifetime, 
so living things are born over and over again. The 
idea of karma, cause and effect, means that each life 
is shaped by behaviour in one’s previous existence. If 
a person obeys the Dharma by leading a good life, he 
can hope for better things in the next life. 

Hindus believe in a bewildering variety of gods, all 
of whom are aspects of the one Brahman. The three 
most important are Brahma, the Creator; Vishnu, 
the Preserver; and Siva, the Destroyer. They form 
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Left: Siva, whose dancing symbolizes 
the energy flowing through the world. 
Right: Siva's wife, the gentle Parvati. 


the Trimurti — one god with three forms. There are 
the gods of the Aryans, among them Surya the sun 
god and Agni the god of fire; Ganesh the elephant- 
headed god and Hanuman the monkey; and goddes- 
ses such as Siva's wife, the gentle and beautiful 
Parvati. 

Hindus believe that gods may come down from 
heaven and take human form as an avatar, and most 
think that nine avatars of Vishnu have lived on earth. 
One of these was Krishna. He is a very popular god, 
and many stories are told of him as a mischievous 
child plaguing his parents, as well as of his acts as a 
warrior and teacher. 

Each Hindu can choose his own god to worship, 
and each village also has its own god. 
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The Hindu Scriptures 


The most sacred writings, or scriptures, of Hindus 
are the Vedas and the Upanishads. Hindus believe 
that they came directly from Brahman, through his 
priests. The Vedas are collections of the Aryans’ 
hymns and prayers passed down by word of mouth 
and now written in the ancient language Sanskrit. 
The Upanishads date from about 600 Bc and are 
teachings of holy men, gurus, about the nature of the 
human spirit and its relationship to Brahman. 
Hymns and prayers used in Hindu worship mostly 
come from the Vedas and Upanishads. 

Some of the greatest Hindu writings are stories 
about their gods. The Mahabharata was begun 
around 900 sc and for several hundred years people 
improved it and added to it. It tells the story of the 
fight between the hundred Kaurava brothers (who 
represent evil) and the five Pandava brothers (repre- 
senting good). Part of it, the Bhagavad Gita, tells 
how one of the Pandava brothers, Arjuna, wants to 
withdraw from the battle because of its horrors. But 
his charioteer is the god Krishna, who encourages 
Arjuna to fight for what is good. 

Another great epic, the Ramayana, also tells of 
the struggle between good and evil. It is the story of 
Prince Rama’s exile and search for his kidnapped 
wife, Sita. Other stories of the gods, collected over 
the centuries, are told in the Puranas. Such stories 
are also told in Hindu sculptures and dances. 


One of the many stories about Krishna tells of how, as a boy, he 
went to slay an evil, many-headed serpent. But the serpent claimed 
that he only behaved according to the way he had been created, 
and Krishna, taking pity on him, did not kill him but banned him 
to the ocean depths. 
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Hindu Worship 


A Hindu sadhu, or holy 
man. He holds prayer 
beads which help him 
meditate. Beside him is a 
conch shell, sacred to 
Vishnu. 









Prayers play an important part in Hindu everyday 
life. All Hindus should start the day by washing and 
reciting the Gayatri mantra, the most sacred of the 
Vedic verses, which asks the divine creator to guide 
people’s minds. Most Hindus have a small shrine or 
picture in their homes at which they pray; some 
meditate, using yoga exercises to help them concen- 
trate. Hindus have no set day of worship like the 
Muslim holy day Friday or the Christian Sunday, 
though in Christian countries Hindus often go to 
worship at the temple on Sundays as this is not a day 
of work. Special ceremonies mark stages in growing 
up; among them is the giving of a sacred thread, 
which high-caste men wear on their left shoulders. 

Temples are looked on as a god’s home, where his 
followers can visit his statue and offer it flowers and 
incense. Temples are built in many different ways, 
but each contains a statue or symbol of the god to 
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whom it is dedicated, covered by a roof or canopy. 
The temple will be looked after by a priest but there 
are no set services like those of Christians, Jews or 
Muslims. Brahmin priests lead worship and teach the 
Vedas. Hindus are also taught by gurus, who teach 
their followers about the nature of Brahman and the 
right way to live. 

Hindu customs and rituals vary a great deal. Some 
are connected with the caste system. Many Hindus 
will not eat any meat, because of their respect for 
life. None will eat beef, since the cow is looked on as 
a sacred symbol of the earth's bounty. All respect the 
family, and believe that they can acquire merit for a 
future life by going on pilgrimages to holy places. 


An Indian girl kneels before her household shrine, on which are 
sacred pictures and sometimes images. As part of her daily 
worship or puja she lights candles, burns incense, makes 
offerings, and prays. Almost all Hindu households have shrines. 





The Sikhs 


In the 1400s ap an Indian teacher called Nanak 
founded a new religion. He was born a Hindu, but at 
that time India was ruled by Muslims. Nanak’s 
religion includes beliefs from both faiths. His follow- 
ers are called Sikhs, which means disciples. 

Nanak taught belief in one God, in whose sight 
everyone was equal. He believed in a cycle of rebirth 
after death (reincarnation), according to which peo- 
ple pass through various existences (incarnations). 
Nanak was the first of the ten Sikh gurus or teachers; 
Sikhs believe that these men were all perfect and had 
no need to be reborn, but chose to come to earth as 
God’s messengers. The tenth and last guru declared 
that the Sikh scriptures, the Adi Granth, should now 
be their teacher; he gave it the name of Guru Granth 
Sahib (sahib means lord). 

The Sikhs treat the Guru Granth Sahib with great 
reverence. It is always kept in a room by itself, even 
in a private house — not very many Sikhs in fact have 
a copy. Its room is known as a gurdwara. The Guru 
Granth Sahib is placed on a platform under a 
canopy, and during services parts of it are read or 
chanted. There are no chairs; people kneel or sit on 
the floor. The gurdwara is sometimes used as a 
general meeting place for Sikhs, especially in coun- 
tries other than India, and as a school where children 
learn the Sikh religion and language (Punjabi). 

The tenth Guru also gave the Sikhs a military 
organization. Both boys and girls attend the cere- 
mony of the five Ks as they grow up, when boys take 
the name of Singh, lion, and girls Kaur, princess. 
Boys swear to have long hair and beards (kesh), to 
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A Sikh family listens as a passage from the Guru Granth Sahib, 
the Sikh scriptures, is read aloud. Sikhs treat their holy book with 
great respect, bowing to itand never touching it with unwashed 
hands. It is kept in a special room of its own. 


carry a comb (kangha) and a sabre (kirpan), and to 
wear shorts (kachha), and a bangle (kara). These 
symbols remind them to defend their religion, and of 
their hopes to build up an independent Sikh state in 
the Punjab region from which they came. 

When the Indian subcontinent was divided into 
India and Pakistan in 1947 the Punjab was divided 
too. Sikhs tried to defend their state and were 
attacked by both sides. In the end they were expelled 
from Pakistan. In the countries including Britain in 
which they have settled, they keep their customs, 
and insist on their right to wear turbans as the proud 


symbol of their faith. 
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Buddhism 


In the 6th century Bc three important 

thought were founded in the East. They SE 
people new ideas about any kind of god; instead they 
told them how leading the right sort of life would 
bring them peace and contentment, in this life or for 
eternity. These three ways of thought were Con- 
fucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. 

Buddhism was founded by Prince Siddhartha 
Gautama, who lived in the little country of Nepal in 
the Himalaya mountains north of India. For the first 
part of his life he lived in great luxury. Then one day 
he saw first a very old man, then a very ill man and 
finally a man who had just died. He realized for the 
first time how much unhappiness there was in the 
world. He left his home and his new-born son and 
went into the forest to think deeply about the 
meaning of life and suffering. 

For a time the Prince lived in great poverty and 
hardship. But then he realized that great hunger and 
discomfort made it hard to think. He decided that it 
was best to lead a life without too much comfort, but 
avoiding extreme hardship. This is known as the 
Middle Way. One day the Prince suddenly disco- 
vered the meaning of life, for which he had searched 
so long. This is known as the Enlightenment, and he 
became known as the Buddha, the Enlightened One. 
He went back and told his family what he had 
learned, and then spent the next 40 years travelling 
through India teaching his new way of life. 


The Buddha preaches his first sermon to five companions in the 
Deer Park at Sarnath in northern India. 
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The Teachings of Buddha 


The Buddha came from a Hindu country. He 
believed that people were born over and over again 
to suffer in the cycle or “wheel” of existence, but he 
also taught that people could break away from this 
and reach Nirvana, losing their individuality in eter- 
nal peace. 

Buddha taught his followers the Four Noble 
Truths. The first is that all life is full of suffering. 
This is caused, states the second Truth, by people’s 
desire for worldly successes and their fondness for 
worldly things. The third Truth is that suffering can 
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Inside a Buddhist cave temple in China. The statues all have 
serene expressions; this reflects the Buddhist teaching of the need 
to break away from the attachment to worldly things. 


be ended and Nirvana reached by ceasing to desire 
the things of this world, and the fourth Truth shows 
how this can be done by following the Noble Eight- 
fold Path. 

The Eightfold Path can be summed up as right 
beliefs, right aims, right speech, right conduct, right 


occupation, right effort, right thinking and right 
concentration. People who follow it free their minds 


from evil, cruelty, untruthfulness and ill-will. 
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The Spread of Buddhism 


Buddha's followers travelled around India preachin 
his Middle Way. In the 3rd century Bc a King called 
Asoka, who ruled over much of India, sent mis- 
sionaries abroad to spread Buddhism and build 
monasteries and shrines. 

As Buddhism spread, different sects or schools of 
thought developed. The early Buddhists kept strictly 
to what they remembered of Buddha's teachings and 
followed his Eightfold Path as best they could. This 
sort of Buddhism is now known as the Theravada, 
the Teaching of the Elders. It is followed in Burma, 
Sri Lanka, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand, places to 
which Buddhism spread early on. (In India, Buddh- 
ism declined after the 7th century AD and Hinduism 









A stupa (building 
housing a sacred relic) at 
Ankor Wat, the sacred 

© city of ancjent 
ES Cambodia. 











A Japanese woman prays before an image of the Buddha. 
Japanese Buddhists have many temples, and most of them go to 
services every week. 

and Islam became the most important religions). But 
as time passed, some Buddhists began to think that 
this teaching was too strict for ordinary people. They 
developed what is known as the Mahayana, the 
Great Vehicle of the way to Salvation. This says that 
anybody who truly believes in Buddha's teachings 
can reach Nirvana without having to carry out all his 
instructions. 

Mahayana Buddhists believe that the Buddha was 
the greatest of a number of Buddhas or enlightened 
people. They say that some people who have vowed 
to become Buddhas through lives of wisdom and 
virtue delay entering Nirvana so that they can help 
others. These are known as Bodhisatvas. This sort of 
Buddhism spread to China, Korea, Vietnam and 
Japan. In Japan there is now a larger sect, Zen 
Buddhism. A Zen guru leads his disciples to Enlight- 


enment through years of meditation. a 


Buddhism 
Today 


Buddhists believe that 
meditation (thinking 
deeply about the 
meaning of spiritual 
things) is very 
important. They find 
that special ways of 
sitting help them to do 
this. 


As Buddhism spread around the East it became 
mixed with local religions and customs — with Taoism 
in China, for instance, and with Shinto in Japan. 
Some Buddhists began to worship Buddhas as gods. 
But all Buddhists, in spite of different customs, share 
a belief in right thinking and behaviour, non- 
violence and reverence for life, and in the import- 
ance of meditation. 

Ordinary people worship Buddha’s image at 
shrines. They pay homage to him, and place offer- 
ings of flowers and food by his statue. They often 
spend some time at the shrine, praying and sitting 
cross-legged in front of it 
to meditate. Worship is a 
private affair, and except 
on great festivals people 
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come and go as they please. Some temples have 
special shrines where a relic (perhaps a tiny fragment 
of bone) of the Buddha or of another very holy 
person is kept. Some of these shrines, or stupas, are 
very splendid and many Buddhist pilgrims visit them. 
Monks have played a very important part in 
Buddhist life since early days. They live either alone 
or in monasteries. In some countries it is usual for 
boys to spend a short time — perhaps a few months — 
as a monk as part of their education. Monks own 
very few possessions, and follow a strict rule. They 
have shaven heads and wear saffron 
yellow robes. Most of their time is spent 
in study and meditation, though they 
teach and perform some ceremonies. 


a 








Buddhist monks before a statue of Buddha. 
As part of their worship, monks chant 
in rhythm to the beat of a drum. 






Confucianism 
and Taoism 


Confucius founded a school of 


philosophy when he was only 


22; many people came to study 


with him. 


At about the same time that Buddha was preaching 
in Indiá, two Chinese teachers were developing 
philosophies (ways of thought) that were to grow 
into religions. Their names were Kung Fu-tse, whom 
we know as Confucius, and Lao Tzu. 

Confucius based his teachings on the wisdom of 
ancient times. He believed that society had a pattern 
of rulers and subjects, masters and servants, and that 
people should accept this order. By respecting peo- 
ple of higher rank and their elders, by protecting 
those below them and the young, by setting a good 
example and trying to improve themselves, people 
could live happily and peaceably together. Confucius 
thought that the family was particularly important as 
the basic unit on which society was built. He had a 
great respect for learning and encouraged benevo- 
lence, righteousness and trustworthiness. 
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SAYINGS OF CONFUCIUS 


Confucius is renowned for his sayings, many of which 
come from the ‘Analects’, a collection of sayings and short 
dialogues believed to have been written down by 
Confucius’s pupils. These are but a few of his more 
popular ones. 


‘Never do to others what you would not like them to do to 
you.’ 

“What the superior man seeks is in himself; what the small 
man seeks is in others.’ 

‘Learning, undigested by thought, is labour lost; thought, 
unassisted by learning, is perilous.’ 

‘A man can command his principles; principles do not 
master the man: 

‘The cautious seldom err.’ 





Confucius did not teach about any god, and did 
not mean to start a new religion, but after his death 
temples were built and sacrifices made in his honour. 
His teachings have been followed or at least 
respected in China ever since. 

The teachings of Lao Tzu were very different. He 
was against all organizations and systems of govern- 
ment. He believed that people should not try to 
influence their own destinies but live in peace and 
harmony with the world by letting themselves be 
carried along like sticks in a stream. His ideas 
became known as the Tao, or Way. 

At that time the Chinese believed in hundreds of 
gods, from the Supreme Ruler of Heaven to the gods 
of the kitchen. Taoism became a rather muddled 
religion accepting all of these, and its priests came to 
use all sorts of magic and spells, particularly charms 


to make people live longer. pe 
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Feasts and Festivals 


Religious festivals are times when people remember 
important events in the history of their religion, or in 
the lives of its founder or specially holy people. Most 
religions have a great number of festivals, some of 
which are much more important than others. Many 
of them are times when families gather, people give 
one another presents, and long processions including 
musicians and dancers wind through the streets. 
Others are serious times when people fast (eat little 
or nothing) and remember things they have done 
wrong. 

Today fewer people observe the serious festivals, 
and they concentrate more on the parties and pre- 
sents of a feast such as the Christian Christmas than 
on the birth of Jesus which it celebrates. Even so, 
they are reminded of the important happenings of 
their own and other religions as these days come 
round each year. 


Christian Festivals 

The most important festivals of the Christian Church 
are Christmas (December 25th), which celebrates 
the birth of Jesus and is a time for family gatherings 
and present-giving; Easter, when Jesus’s death and 
rising from the dead are remembered (March or 
April); and Whitsun, seven Sundays after Easter, the 
day when God's Holy Spirit came to the disciples in 
Jerusalem. During the forty days before Easter, 
known as Lent, Christians used to fast, to remember 
their sins and resolve to do better. People do not 
often fast in Lent now, but they often give up some 
small luxury or comfort. 

58 


Muslim Festivals 

The Muslim calendar is based on months of the 
moon and has no system of leap years, so it does not 
tie in with the usual calendar. Ramadan, the out- 
standing event of the Muslim year, may fall in any 
season. This is a whole month of fasting, when 
Muslims must not eat or drink or smoke between 
dawn and dusk. They must not quarrel or even think 
unkind thoughts, and should go more often to the 
mosque. The keeping of Ramadan is laid down in the 
Koran. Ramadan ends with the feast of Eid-ul-Fitr; 
poor people are given food to help them celebrate, 
and everyone wears new clothes. 

The most important festival is Eid-ul-Adha, when 
groups of people sacrifice an animal such as a sheep 
or cow to God, reminding them how they should give 
themselves to him. 


On the feast of Candlemas (2 February) Christians walk in 
procession carrying candles. This feast celebrates Mary’s visit with 
the baby Jesus to the temple, where Simeon described him as a 
light to lighten the Gentiles, and the glory of the people of Israel. 





Jewish Festivals 

The first festival of the Jewish year is Rosh Hasha 
nah, New Year's Day. The Jewish calendar is based 
on months of the moon, and this feast falls in either 
September or October. It is a day of well-wishing 
and of being sorry for wrongdoing. In the next ten 
days Jews must make peace with anyone they have 
quarrelled with, and put wrongs right. The tenth day 
is Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, a day of 
fasting when Jews ask God’s forgiveness. 

The most important Jewish festival is Pesach or 
Passover. It comes in March or April. At this time 
Jews remember how God delivered them from 
Egypt, and spared the firstborn Jewish children when 
he killed those of the Egyptians. Passover celebra- 
tions centre round the Seder, a family gathering at 
which prayers are said and special food eaten, 
reminding people of God’s deliverance. 





| Hindu Festivals 

The most important Hindu festivals, Na ¡ 
sehra and Diwali, fall in the same montt eee 
is a nine-day festival in honour of Durga the mother 
goddess; on Dussehra, the tenth day, statues of 
Durga are taken to the nearest river and people 
believe they take with them bad luck and unhappi- 
ness. This day also celebrates Rama's rescue of his 
wife Sita from the demon. Diwali is a five-day feast 
of lights, when buildings are decorated with coloured 
lights or lamps, celebrating Rama's return to his 
throne. 





Buddhist Festivals 
The most important festival of the Theravada (south- 
ern) Buddhists is Wesak, which celebrates the birth 
and Enlightenment of Buddha and his reaching 
Nirvana. It falls at the time of the full moon, usually 
in May; streets and houses are decorated, and gifts 
are given to monks and to poor people. Other 
| general festivals celebrate the end of the rainy season 
and the New Year, and there are many purely local 
festivals too. The Mahayana Buddhists of northern 
countries celebrate the birthdays of all Enlightened 
ones in whom they believe. 









Hinduism's many festivals are 
times of celebration, often with 


days of feasting, dancing and 
processions. 
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